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There are undoubtedly in the ministry today a good many 
men who, while they thoroughly believe in Christ and Christian- 
ity, and accept the Bible as in a very true sense the 
Perplexity con- Word of God, are nevertheless in a certain degree 

GERMING THE . . .. • ^u • ^ ^ j 

Basis of perplexity concerning the precise content and 

Theology basis of the theology which they are to preach. As 

respects the causes of this perplexity it is sufficient 
for our present purpose simply to name two. In the first place, 
systematic theologians of today are speaking with a less confi- 
dent tone than was used by them and their predecessors a decade 
or two ago. Not only have changes taken place in the details 
of instruction, but there is a notable tendency to reexamine the 
whole question of the sources of theology and the criteria for 
determining the value of their testimony. In the second place, 
biblical science inclines more and more to recognize the pro- 
gressive character of biblical revelation. But this recognition 
carries with it the necessity that the contribution of the Bible 
to theology shall be received not direct from exegesis, but from 
a broad and discerning biblical theology, which having studied 
the history of revelation is able to interpret each part, and to 
state its final testimony, in the light of this history of the whole. 
With an old theology forsaken in part by its own teachers, and 
with an interrogation set against the former method of con- 
structing theology, the question has inevitably been raised in 
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some minds, How am I to determine what my message today is 
to be ? 

The question thus raised by the progress of investigation 

and thought is not one to be answered in a word. Nor do we 

propose to undertake here a full and adequate 

HE ^^^^^''^^^ answer. We venture only a few sug^g^estions. 
Heed of a .> && 

Theology ^^^ ^^ ^^ recognized at the outset that the 

demand for a working theology is a legitimate and 
an imperative one. The preacher must have convictions, and 
he must have substantial reasons for holding them. These con- 
victions need not necessarily constitute a complete and coor- 
dinated system. But a theology, in the sense of a body of con- 
victions concerning God and man and the way of salvation, the 
preacher must have. Else he has no message. 

But what must be the character of the preacher's working 

theology ? If we mistake not, its essential characteristics are 

three in number. First, it must be the nearest 

^ .,, approach to truth on the matters with which it 

OF A Working ^^ 

Theology deals which the preacher himself is able to attain. 

To make the conscious attainment of absolute 
truth on all those themes which enter even into an ordinary 
preacher's working theology — this would be to seal the mouths 
of all preachers. Such attainment is too high for mortal man. 
But truth must be his ideal, and with nothing less than the 
nearest possible approach to truth can he be content. To rest 
satisfied with anything else is not only to be unfaithful to the 
truth ; it is, in fact, to be untruthful, since it involves affirming 
that which the preacher does not himself sincerely and heartily 
believe. To preach that of which one has no well-defined con- 
viction, to substitute an enforced or a hasty and unthinking 
acceptance of doctrines put forth by others for a whole- 
hearted allegiance to truth and a sincere effort to attain the 
clearest and truest possible view of truth, cannot fail to produce 
degeneration in the moral life of the preacher himself and in 
the end to destroy his influence for good over his hearers. 
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In the second place, the preacher's theology must be such as 
contributes to his own spiritual development. All truth is 
morally healthful if received in the love of it, but not all truth 
is equally conducive to spiritual development. The preacher's 
theology ought to make prominent and emphatic those truths 
which have the most direct bearing and the most healthful 
influence on the spiritual life ; and if it does it will tend to the 
elevation of his own religious life. 

In the third place, the preacher's theology ought to be such 
that it can be preached, and being preached can win acceptance 
and bring men to God. This is not to say that it must conform 
to the spirit of the time, or please itching ears, but that it must 
be such that it will appeal to that which is deepest in man, com- 
mand assent in sincere minds, and shed light upon the path that 
leads men to God. However ancient it may be, if it cannot do 
these things, it is not a usable theology. Either the error in it 
prevents its securing the assent of the human mind, or its pro- 
portion and emphasis so distort the truth as to rob it of its 
power, or there is such fault of statement that it fails to be 
understood ; in any case it fails of its purpose and needs 
revision. 

How can a usable and effective theology be obtained ? 

What light has the Bible itself to throw upon this problem ? 

Consider the example of the Old Testament proph- 

^^ ets. None of them presents a well-rounded and 

Prophetic 

Preaching harmonious system of doctrine. In the case of 

some of them, where sufficient records of their 
preaching remain, there can be traced a growth in their appre- 
hension of truth, crises in their experience, in which new views 
appear presenting startling variations from those which they 
have formerly held. Two things are essential with them : first, 
firm confidence in Jehovah, in his righteousness, in his eternal 
purpose of good ; and, second, the interpretation of their own 
times, the divine purpose in the events of their own day, given 
in the light of their trust in Jehovah. In some cases it is clear 
that their own experience supplies them with principles by 
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which to interpret the divine healing. It was Hosea's enduring 
love that revealed to him the everlasting mercy and yearning 
affection of Jehovah for his people. These prophets were not 
seeking a consistent doctrinal system. Positive theological 
propositions are few in their writings, but they preached what 
they saw, what they felt, what God made known to them 
through their own lives and through the history of their nation. 
Thus faithful in that which was near them, they w^ere given to 
see larger and more distant truths, not visible to those whose 
devotion to their Lord w^as feeble and inconstant. 

Consider, again, the example of the early preachers of Chris- 
tianity. None of them, with the possible exception of the 
apostle Paul, gives evidence of possessing anything 

"^^^ like a system of theolog^ical truth. They held cer- 

Apostolic . -^ ..,,,. -^ 

Preaching ^^^^ strong convictions based on their own experi- 

ence and reflection. Some of them, such as the 
Twelve, had come into personal contact with Jesus, had received 
the impress of his mighty personality, were witnesses of his res- 
urrection. The convictions respecting God and Christ and the 
way of salvation to which these experiences gave birth, these 
they preached fearlessly and effectively. Others accepted the 
testimony of these respecting the life and teachings and resur- 
rection of Jesus, added this to their own previous experience, 
and verified the result by new experience. Their preaching, as 
in the case of Stephen, bears the marks of the process by which 
it was produced. Even the theology of Paul, though he held, 
or came to hold, a fuller system of truth than perhaps any other 
Christian man of his day, owes its distinctive features to the 
specific character of his experience. It is scarcely conceivable 
that it should have been the product of reflection, however pro- 
found, working simply upon the basis of the Old Testament 
Scriptures and the life and teaching of Jesus viewed objectively, 
out of relation to his own experience. The types of thinking 
which appear among the earliest preachers of the gospel owe 
their specific and differentiating characteristics to the diversity 
of experience out of which they sprang. 
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Shall we appeal to the example of Jesus also ? To what 
extent his preaching was rooted in his own experience, or how 

far, in view of the vast difference between his 
^^ experience and ours, we are justified in following 

OF Jesus ^^^ example in this respect, we need not discuss. 

In one respect, at least, his conduct may be taken 
as a safe guide. If we study the gospels, especially the gospel 
of Mark, which of all our gospels probably comes nearest to 
giving us the events of Jesus' life in their order, and so most 
nearly reflects his method of carrying forward his work as a 
preacher of the gospel, we see that Jesus did not begin his work 
by the announcement of certain propositions concerning him- 
self and his mission, which he made it his business to prove by 
argument, and the acceptance of which he demanded of men. 
He taught fundamental truths, and lived a life which incarnated 
those truths and bore the necessary testimony concerning him- 
self. When this life had made its impression on receptive 
minds, he called forth that impression into explicit confession ; 
and straightway began to teach them new lessons, in words, to 
be sure, but still more in deeds. His example is doubly 
instructive. The modern preacher can never learn too thor- 
oughly that the great power of his preaching is in the life by 
which he accompanies it. Nor can he learn too thoroughly that 
his most effective preaching consists not in argument designed 
to prove certain theological propositions concerning God or 
Christ, but in the true presentation of the God-revealing Christ 
himself. Jesus chose as his apostles men whose theology would 
have fallen short of the brief Apostles' Creed, to say nothing of 
the more elaborate confessions of faith. They had come into 
contact with the personality of Jesus, and their acceptance of 
him — not of propositions about him ; few of these had yet been 
announced — was the evidence and the security of a new moral 
life on their part. The preacher who questions what to preach 
cannot err in bringing his own life into the closest possible con- 
tact with that of Jesus — that Jesus who is presented in the gos- 
pels, who became a living power in the lives of his followers 
in the first age, and is a living power in the lives of his followers 
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today. He cannot err in presenting Christ as he appears in the 
gospels, as he knows him in his own life, and as he sees his 
power in the lives of men and in the history of the church. 
Such contact with Christ will yield him, if not a symmetrical 
system of theology, what is much better for his purpose, a body 
of convictions at once intelligently and firmly held, and preemi- 
nently adapted to be preached ; and such preaching will pro- 
duce in the lives of others the same effects which it yields in his. 

Those who, having been taught, or having wrought out for 
themselves, a body of divinity dealing with all the great prob- 
lems of theoloQ^y and solving- them, are satisfied 
What Shall BE .. . i / ^^ w •. ^ 

^ „ „ with it, and content to O'o on preachino; it, need no 

Our Method ? & r & ' 

word of help. To those who, though they may not 
possess a symmetrical system of thought, the product of investi- 
gation and reflection, yet covet a few great truths which they 
can hold with all the firmness of profound conviction and preach 
with confidence and power, we venture to make these sugges- 
tions, not as solving their whole problem, but as indicating the 
direction of its solution. Draw abundantly for your preaching 
from the life of Jesus, his deeds and his teachings. Preach the 
things you believe, the great truths that have taken possession 
of your heart and mind, as in ancient times the prophets were 
mastered by the few great truths they saw. Increase your store 
of truth by contact with the greatest moral masters of the ages, 
above all with Jesus Christ, and forge truth into conviction bv 
personal experience and a study of the experience of the world. 



